

Chapter01  - The Study of American Government
Overview
There are two major questions about government: Who governs? To what ends? This book will focus on the first question and will encourage students to develop their own answers to the second question.
Democratic theory recognizes that the answer to the question “Who governs?” is more complicated than “the people.” Participatory democracy has been a reality in only a limited number of cases. Representative democracy gives rise to political elites. Elite theorists have given at least four answers to the question of “who governs?”
	Marxist:
	Those who own the means of production, controlling the economic system, will control the government.

	Power Elitist:
	A few top leaders, drawn from the major sectors of the United States polity, will make all important decisions.

	Bureaucratic:
	Appointed civil servants control the government, without consulting the public.

	Pluralist:
	Competition among affected interests shapes public policy decision making.


In order to choose among these theories or to devise new ones, one must examine the kinds of issues that do (and do not) get taken up by the political system and consider how they are resolved by the system. It is not enough merely to describe governmental institutions and processes.
Distinguishing different types of democracies is a very important part of this study. The Framers of the Constitution intended the United States to be a representative democracy in which the power to make decisions would be determined by a free and competitive struggle for the citizens’ votes.
Chapter Outline
I. Introduction
· Who governs? To what ends? (THEME A: THE NATURE OF POLITICAL POWER AND AUTHORITY)
· Politics exists because people having differing opinions on two great questions.
· Who governs: those who govern will affect us.
· To what ends: tells how government affects Americans’ lives.
· The text focuses on who governs and, in answering this question, looks at how the government makes decisions on a variety of issues.
II.	What Is Political Power?
· Power: the ability of one person to cause another person to act in accordance with the first person’s intentions.
· May be obvious: President sends soldiers into combat.
· May be subtle: President’s junior speechwriters take a new tone when writing about a controversial issue.
· Text’s concern: Power as it is used; how it affects who will hold government office and how government will behave
· Authority: The right to use power; not all who exercise political power have authority to do so.
· Legitimacy: What makes a law or constitution a source of right?
· Struggles over what makes authority legitimate constitute much of U.S. history
· It is necessary for government to be in some sense “democratic” in the United States today in order to be perceived as legitimate
III.	What Is Democracy? (THEME B: THEORIES OF DEMOCRACY)
· Describes at least two different political systems:
· Direct or Participatory Democracy (Aristotelian “rule of the many”)
· Fourth-century B.C.E. Greek city-state, practiced by free adult male property owners
· New England town meeting
· Representative Democracy or Elitist Theory of Democracy
· Defined by Schumpeter: Acquisition of power by leaders via competitive elections
· Justifications
· Direct democracy is impractical for reasons of time, expertise, and so on.
· The people make unwise decisions based on fleeting emotions.
IV.	Is Representative Democracy Best?
· The text uses the term democracy to refer to representative democracy.
· The Constitution does not contain the word democracy but “republican form of government” (meaning representative democracy).
· Representative democracy requires leadership competition if system is to work—requires meaningful choice for voters, free communication, and so on.
· Framers favored representative democracy
· Government would mediate, nor mirror, popular views.
· Framers viewed people as lacking knowledge and susceptible to manipulation.
· Framers’ goal: To minimize the abuse of power by a tyrannical majority or by officeholders
· Founders were influenced by philosophers.
· Aristotle defined democracy as the rule by the many.
· Democracy is subject to decay into oligarchy (rule by the rich) or tyranny (rule by a despot).
· Prevention of these extreme outcomes is achieved by the creation of a fusion of elements from democracy and oligarchy.
· John Locke, seventeenth-century English philosopher and writer, had a profound influence on the Framers.
· According to Locke, people exist in a state of nature where they focus on finding food and on self preservation.
· People want government as a means of owning property (farms) that will lead to an increase in food supply.
· Differs from Thomas Hobbes, a rival English philosopher, who favored an all-powerful government.
· According to Hobbes, people live in a state of “war against all.” Only a powerful government could prevent civil war.
· Locke disagreed, believing that people can peacefully coexist if they own their own land (farms).
· Locke argued that government should be based on the consent of the governed, managed through majority rule.
· Additional protection would be based on separation of powers, with separate legislative and executive branches.
V.	How Is Political Power Distributed?
· Focus on actual distribution of power within American representative democracy
· Majoritarian politics
· Leaders constrained to follow wishes of the people very closely
· Applies when issues are simple and clear
· Elitism
· Rule by identifiable group of persons who possess a disproportionate share of political power
· Comes into play when circumstances do not permit majoritarian decision making
· Descriptions of four political elites
· Class view began with Marxism: Founded by Karl Marx; argued that governments were dominated by business owners (the bourgeoisie) until replaced by revolution of workers (the proletariat). This view has been refined, with emphasis on the power of the rich and multinational corporations.
· Power Elite theory: States that American democracy is dominated by a combination of business leaders, top military officials, labor unit leaders, mass media executives, and heads of a few special interest groups.
· Bureaucratic view: First set forth by Max Weber; argues that power is mainly in the hands of appointed officials, who exercise power through their control of information, mastery of written records and detail of legislation, and the implementation of policies
· Pluralist view: Has no single intellectual parent; argues that political resources are broadly shared. No single elite has control of enough power to dominate the political process.
VI.	Is Democracy Driven by Self-Interest?
· All elite theories of politics may lead to the cynical view that politics is simply a self-seeking enterprise in which everyone is out for political gain.
· Policy outcomes do not necessarily reflect their authors’ motives.
· Self-interest is an incomplete guide to decision making. (Tocqueville’s argument: Americans are more interested in justifying theory of self-interest than in honoring their own disinterested actions.) 
· Peoples’ actions on 9/11 clearly demonstrated this.
· Many of the most important events in U.S. history (including the Revolutionary War and the civil rights battles of the 1950s and 1960s) were led by people who risked much against long odds.
VII.	What Explains Political Change?
· Historical perspective makes it difficult to accept any simple explanations of political change.
· Changes in elite and mass beliefs about what government is supposed to do have resulted in changes in the character of government.
· The growth of federal power in 1932 and the effort to cut it back beginning in 1981 have no simple explanation.
· Foreign policy has swung between isolationism and strong internationalism.
· Politics is about defining the public interest, not just “Who gets what?”
VIII.	The Nature of Politics
· Often we have only partial or contingent answers.
· Must understand how preferences are formed: Preferences and shared understandings are the underlying basis of most power.
· Political power cannot be equated with laws on the books.
· Sweeping claims should be avoided; judgments about institutions and interests can only be made after observing a wide range of behaviors.











· WHO GOVERNS?
1. How is political power actually distributed in America?
2. What explains major political change?
· TO WHAT ENDS?
1. What value or values matter most in American democracy?
2. Are trade-offs among political purposes inevitable?

What Is Political Power?

· Power–the ability of one person to get another person to act in accordance with the first person’s intentions
· Authority–the right to use power
· Legitimacy–political authority conferred by law or by a state or national constitution

What Is Democracy?

· Democracy–the rule of many
· Direct or participatory democracy–government in which all or most citizens participate directly
· Representative democracy–a government in which leaders make decisions by winning a competitive struggle for the popular vote.


To enter the United States, foreigners must now produce a photograph and fingerprints.


Is Representative Democracy Best?

· Aristotle defined democracy as rule by ordinary people, most of whom would be poor
· John Locke argued against powerful kings and in favor of popular consent
· Thomas Hobbes argued that an absolute, supreme ruler was essential to prevent civil war

How Is Political Power Distributed?

· Majoritarian politics – elected officials are the delegates of the people, acting as the people
· Political elite – 4 descriptions
· elites reflect a dominant social class
· a group of business, military, labor union, and elected officials control all decisions
· appointed bureaucrats run everything
· representatives of a large number of interest groups are in charge

The Nature of Politics
· Judgments about institutions and interests can be made only after one has seen how they behave on a variety of important issues or potential issues, such as
· economic policy
· the regulation of business
· social welfare
· civil rights and liberties
· foreign and military affairs

WHAT WOULD YOU DO?
MEMORANDUM
To: Governor Steve Finore
From: Edward Heron, chief policy adviser
Subject: Initiative Repeal
You have supported several successful initiatives (life imprisonment for thrice-convicted violent felons, property tax limits), but you have never publicly stated a view on the initiative itself, and the repeal proposal will probably surface during tomorrow’s press briefing.

Arguments for a ban:
1. Ours is a representative, not a direct, democracy in which voters elect leaders and elected leaders make policy decisions subject to review by the courts.
2. Voters often are neither rational nor respectful of constitutional rights. For example, many people demand both lower taxes and more government services, and polls find that most voters would prohibit people with certain views from speaking and deprive all persons accused of a violent crime from getting out on bail while awaiting trial.
3. Over the past 100 years, about 800 statewide ballot initiatives have been passed in 24 states. Rather than giving power to the people, special-interest groups have spent billions of dollars manipulating voters to pass initiatives that enrich or benefit them, not the public at large.

Arguments against a ban:
1. When elected officials fail to respond to persistent public majorities favoring tougher crime measures, lower property taxes, and other popular concerns, direct democracy via the initiative is legitimate, and the courts can still review the law.
2. More Americans than ever have college degrees and easy access to information about public affairs. Studies find that most average citizens are able to figure out which candidates, parties, or advocacy groups come closest to supporting their own economic interests and personal values.
3. All told, the 24 states that passed 35 laws by initiative also passed more than 14,000 laws by the regular legislative process (out of more than 70,000 bills they considered). Studies find that special-interest groups are severely limited in their ability to pass new laws by initiative, while citizens’ groups with broad-based public support are behind most initiatives that pass.

Your decision:
Favor ban?
Oppose ban?
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